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Should we correct our students' language errors? Most ESL teachers woidd an¬ 
swer this question with a resounding Yes while at the same time wondering how 
to meet the challenge. The collaborative project reported below was designed to 
provide ESL teacher trainees with an opportunity to experience the ups and 
downs of providing corrective feedback on writing and develop their awareness 
in this regard. To this end, the teacher trainees acted as corrective-feedback tutors 
to high school learners during one school semester. During the course of the proj¬ 
ect, they kept journals documenting their reflections in regard to this demanding 
pedagogical practice. Time constraints, motivation, and fear of making mistakes 
themselves or of not providing adequate guidance to the learners were among the 
major hurdles encountered by the tutors. In interviews conducted at the end of 
the project, the tutors offered suggestions for overcoming these difficulties and 
surviving the corrective-feedback trials and tribulations. The survival tips pre¬ 
sented were drawn from the tutors' recommendations as well as from insights 
from corrective-feedback research. 

Devrait-on corriger les erreurs de langue de nos etudiants? La plupart des en- 
seignants d'ALS repondraient a cette question par un oid categorique tout en se 
demandant comment relever ce defi. Le projet collaboratif decrit ci-dessous a ete 
congu pour fournir aux stagiaires en AES une occasion de vivre les hauts et les 
bas lies aufait de presenter de la retroaction corrective aux travaux ecrits, et de 
se conscientiser a cet egard. A cette fin, les stagiaires ont joue le rdle de tuteurs 
fournissant de la retroaction corrective a des eleves du secondaire pendant un se- 
mestre. Au cours de projet, ils ont tenu un journal pour noter leurs reflexions 
relatives a cette pratique pedagogique exigeante. Parmi les obstacles les plus im- 
portants auxquels les tuteurs ont fait face, notons les contraintes de temps, la 
motivation et la peur de se tromper eux-memes ou de ne pas fournir des conseils 
adequats aux eleves. Lors d'entrevues qui ont eu lieu a la fin du projet, les tuteurs 
ont offert des suggestions pour surmonter ces difficultes et survivre aux vicissi¬ 
tudes de la retroaction corrective. Les conseils de survie presentes sont tires des 
recommandations des tuteurs et des perspectives decoulant de la recherche sur la 
retroaction corrective. 


A morning in the life of an ESL teacher ... 

October 12,8:45 a.m.: I hand back the essays my students wrote as practice 
for the upcoming exam. 


TESL CANADA JOURNAL/REl/l/E TESL DU CANADA 
VOLUME 30, NO 1, WINTER 2012 


117 




October 12,9:05 a.m.: Two thirds of the essays that I spent the whole week¬ 
end commenting, praising, and correcting end up in the recycling bin. 

Over the last 30 years, the topic of corrective feedback (CF) has generated 
a passionate debate fueled by the conflicting results of experimental studies 
that have investigated the effectiveness of various strategies to improve 
learners' accuracy in their second language (see Guenette, 2007, for a review). 
Some have suggested that indirect corrections (encouraging learners to self- 
correct by highlighting the errors, identifying the category of error with a 
code, or giving an explanation without providing the correct form) are prefer¬ 
able as they involve learners in cognitive problem-solving, whereas others 
have proposed that direct corrections (providing the correct form) might be 
equally effective, especially with low-proficiency learners or with specific 
categories of errors (Aljaafreh & Lantolf, 1994; Bitchener, Young, & Cameron, 
2005; Chandler, 2003). However, despite this controversy, guidelines pro¬ 
vided in English-as-a-second-language (ESL) and English-as-a-foreign lan¬ 
guage (EFL) programs in various countries prescribe the use of CF strategies 
that lead learners to focus on form through indirect corrections. Studies of 
teachers' feedback practices, however, indicate that direct correction is by far 
the preferred correction strategy of ESL and EFL teachers (Ferris, 2006; 
Furneaux, Paran, & Fairfax, 2007; Lee, 2008). For L2 teachers who are looking 
for support for their pedagogical CF practices, this controversy only clouds 
the issue. After having met hundreds of ESL high school teachers in my ca¬ 
pacity as a supervisor of teachers in training, I have come to realize that the 
frustration I felt on that morning of October 12 is shared by many of my col¬ 
leagues, novice teachers as well as more experienced practitioners. These 
feelings of dissatisfaction led me to devise a project to prepare ESL teacher 
trainees for the challenges that lay ahead by providing them with an oppor¬ 
tunity to experience the highs and lows of giving CF and to develop their 
practices in that regard. To this end, the teacher trainees interacted with high 
school students to whom they provided CF on learners' grammatical and 
lexical errors in texts written in their second language, English, for the dura¬ 
tion of a school semester. See Guenette and Lyster (in press) for more infor¬ 
mation on the design and methodology of this study. Throughout the project, 
the teacher trainees also kept a journal documenting their reflections and 
questions about CF and one month after the project had ended, individual 
semistructured interviews were conducted to elaborate on some of the issues 
addressed in the journals and to discuss the challenges associated with the 
provision of CF, as well as survival tips to overcome these challenges. Before 
presenting these tips, however, I describe the collaboration project and the 
context in which it took place; I then discuss the recurrent factors (see Ap¬ 
pendix A) that were singled out by most of the teacher trainees as the major 
hurdles that they encountered. 
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The Project 

The teacher trainees (n= 18) were enrolled in their fifth semester of a four- 
year TESL program. They had already completed several teaching method¬ 
ology courses and a two-week internship in a secondary school classroom 
during their second term. The topic of CF, although briefly addressed in some 
courses, is not dealt with systematically in the teacher training program. The 
high school learners (n= 64) were in secondary 3 (grade 9 in the English sys¬ 
tem) and had already received approximately 400 hours of English instruc¬ 
tion focusing mostly on the development of oral skills. The tutors (the teacher 
trainees) were familiar with the linguistic content and specific objectives of 
the program, as well as the government-approved materials for ESL learners 
at that level. Each tutor was paired with two or three learners with whom 
they corresponded by e-mail for the entire semester. 

As the focus to this point had been on the development of oral skills, it 
was decided with the agreement of the ESL teachers that the role of the tutor 
would be to provide CF to help the ESL learners improve their accuracy in 
writing (i.e., vocabulary, grammar, and mechanics) in accordance with the 
goals of the program. The tutors were encouraged to adapt their interven¬ 
tions to suit the needs of the learners, but they were free to select the CF strat¬ 
egy that they believed to be most appropriate. They could provide direct and 
indirect corrections, and they could correct selectively (focusing on certain 
categories of errors) or comprehensively (correcting all errors), and they were 
encouraged also to comment on content. 

The project started with the tutors writing a personal message to the learn¬ 
ers, introducing themselves and explaining the objective of the project. After 
this initial contact, the learners went to the school computer lab once every 
two weeks to write a text in English. The teacher suggested a writing topic, 
but some learners chose to write on another topic or simply to continue the 
"conversation" with the tutor sparked in earlier messages. They then e- 
mailed this text to their tutors, who returned their corrections and comments 
electronically. On receiving the corrected texts, the teacher encouraged the 
learners to review the corrections and to try to incorporate their tutors' sug¬ 
gestions into their new pieces of writing. The learners wrote between four 
and six texts that were corrected by the tutors during the semester. 

Hurdles Identified by the Tutors 

The tutors in this program identified a number of challenges. 

Adapting and Catering to Individual Needs 

One of the greatest concerns for the tutors was adapting their feedback to 
varied proficiency levels. In general, the tutors reported having more diffi¬ 
culty with weaker students because they often had to read the text several 
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times in order to understand it. Then they had to choose not only which er¬ 
rors to focus on and which corrective strategy to use, but also had to decide 
how to address complex linguistic features with simple explanations that the 
learners would understand. In addition, tutors who were determined to per¬ 
sonalize their CF found it difficult to isolate exactly which linguistic feature 
to focus on in order to help the learner improve. Another issue was the tutors' 
concern that if they did not correct all the mistakes, the learners might think 
that what they had written was accurate, and they would retain these forms 
permanently. Some tutors feared that more advanced students, who were 
aware that they had made a mistake without necessarily knowing how to fix 
it, would judge them as incompetent or lazy if they had not flagged the error. 

Diagnosing Errors 

Correctly diagnosing the categories of error presented a challenge for some 
tutors, who reported spending considerable time and energy reading their 
grammar books. Tutors were also afraid of making mistakes themselves, of 
not understanding what the student meant, or of not providing accurate 
grammatical explanations. As Myhill (2000) noted, most second-language 
teachers are neither grammarians nor linguists, and their metalinguistic 
knowledge is sometimes partial or tentative. For example, the learners made 
many errors with the base form of verbs: either they omitted the to, as in "I 
love swim," which mirrors the French structure "J'aime nager," or they re¬ 
placed the to with for, as infinitives in French can be preceded by the prepo¬ 
sition pour, which in most cases accurately translates as for. The tutors did 
not always know how to categorize these errors: they flagged them variously 
as errors in prepositions, lexis, or verb forms. 

Fear of Discouraging the Learners 

Several tutors feared the effects of the "red pen" on their learners' motivation; 
they also worried about hurting the learners' feelings and damaging their 
self-esteem. As a result, they opted for selective corrections, but did not al¬ 
ways know which errors should have been the focus of attention. A few tu¬ 
tors candidly admitted flagging errors that "annoyed" them, such as spelling 
mistakes or punctuation. Others focused on repetitive errors or errors that 
hindered communication, which, intuitively seemed to be exactly the right 
course of action. But they also feared, as mentioned above, that errors ignored 
would become permanent features of the learners' language repertoire. 

Maintaining Motivation 

The issue of time and lack of improvement in the learners' writing over the 
semester were mentioned by several tutors as factors that reduced their mo¬ 
tivation to provide feedback. Although the tutors had interacted with only 
three or four students, the time needed to reflect on the learners' proficiency 
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level and capacity to self-correct became a major deterrent to personalizing 
their feedback. This also led them to assume that in the future, individualiz¬ 
ing their feedback would not be a practice that they could realistically adopt, 
as a typical teaching load at the high school level is six groups of 30 students. 
The tutors who were paired, strictly by chance, with both low-proficiency 
and more advanced learners could not help but compare and question why 
some learners did not seem to respond to feedback. Some reported that not 
seeing much improvement in the learners, nor evidence of interest in im¬ 
proving their writing, had a significant effect on their own motivation to 
spend more time and effort providing feedback. 

This experience of providing CF to learners over a period heightened the 
tutors' awareness of the complexity of this pedagogical task and led them to 
reflect on the practices that they would like to adopt in the future to turn the 
CF challenge into a positive teaching and learning experience for both them¬ 
selves and the learners. The survival tips presented below emerged from con¬ 
versations with the tutors and I hope will prove useful to all teachers who 
are about to embark on—or are already engaged in—the corrective feedback 
adventure. 

Survival Tips 

Survival tip #1: Do not adopt a one-size-fits-all behavior 
There are many ways to have learners correct their errors (peer feedback, 
conferences, electronic feedback, etc.), but I restrict this to a discussion of tra¬ 
ditional CF methods, that is, direct or indirect corrections. For the teacher, 
providing corrective feedback is essentially a choice between acting as the 
provider (providing the correct form) or the initiator (providing help through 
various techniques but withholding the correct form). These roles were iden¬ 
tified by Furneaux et al. (2007). However, catering to students' individual 
needs also implies that over and above choosing the appropriate corrective 
feedback strategy, teachers should consider the type of error committed by 
the learner. As revealed in the research on CF, some categories of errors have 
been shown to be better candidates for direct correction (e.g., word choice), 
whereas others (e.g., rule-governed items such as subject-verb agreement) 
can be more effectively treated with indirect correction (Bitchener & Ferris, 
2011). Direct corrections do not lead the learners to think about the language, 
but they may help those who are not yet proficient enough to self-correct as 
they model what is acceptable in the second language. Indirect corrections, 
on the other hand, push the learners to question their hypotheses about the 
language, but they may also lead to frustration. Yet as the tutors discovered 
through their experience, both strategies can and should be used. For lin¬ 
guistic notions that the learners have been exposed to or are expected to 
know, it makes sense to provide indirect corrections with or without brief 
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explanations or simply reminders to consult their notes or other resources. 
In contrast, for features that are clearly outside the realm of the learners or 
that have not been the subject of instruction, direct corrections can be used, 
or errors can simply be ignored. Direct corrections can also be the strategy 
of choice when teachers are unsure of the underlying cause of the error or of 
the appropriate metalinguistic explanation. In such cases, it is easier, less 
time-consuming, and more productive for the teacher to provide the correct 
form or simply to underline the error, rather than to mislabel it with an inac¬ 
curate code or to misinterpret what the student had in mind. 

Survival tip # 2 : Be selective about what you correct 
Teachers can overcome their fear of discouraging learners by providing fo¬ 
cused feedback. "How would you feel if your boss only pointed out every 
little thing you did wrong?" asked one tutor to explain why, although she 
had provided comprehensive correction, she would not adopt that practice 
in the future. But as she also noted, correcting selectively is only efficacious 
for the learner if the focus of the CF is individualized or related to the in¬ 
structional objectives. This is especially true with learners who are not yet 
proficient in their second language, in which case it is acceptable simply to 
ignore some errors. Teachers should adapt their correction focus to the con¬ 
text—type of text, genre, audience, purpose—and notify the learners what 
to expect. Teachers might simply flag the errors in the first and last para¬ 
graphs of an essay and have students self-correct the rest of the text. Instead 
of correcting individual papers, they can target common errors and provide 
mini-lessons to the group. They can also design short writing tasks that have 
the learners use certain linguistic features and limit their feedback to those 
features. Then as learners progress in their mastery of the language, teachers 
can gradually individualize their feedback or increase the number of linguis¬ 
tic features on which they focus. Teachers who are working in a communica¬ 
tive framework and who often ignore their learners' spoken errors if there is 
communication breakdown could also extend that tolerance to their learners' 
written errors, remembering that writing should not be concerned with ac¬ 
curacy only, but should also "stimulate the use of new language" (Bruton, 
2009, p. 607). 

Survival tip # 3 : Do not correct everything the learners write 
Just as most teachers do not provide CF systematically every time their stu¬ 
dents express themselves orally in the second language, it is not mandatory 
to correct or comment on every text that students write. A recent meta-analy¬ 
sis of the effectiveness of writing practices in literacy instruction (LI) pro¬ 
vided evidence that writing can improve reading (Graham & Hebert, 2010). 
It would appear reasonable to predict that the reverse may also be true, and 
that reading can improve writing. If we push this logic further, it would also 
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make sense to assume that writing can improve writing, in both the first and 
second language, even without intervention from the teacher. Learners 
should be encouraged to engage in writing activities that do not necessarily 
end up in the teacher's in-basket for correction purposes, thus freeing the 
teacher's time for more productive classroom activities. As suggested by Bru¬ 
ton (2009), "a little, a lot," is better than "a lot, a little" (p. 608); in other words, 
writing short texts frequently and regularly is better in the long run than 
writing longer texts less often. Learners can also keep a journal where they 
note their reflections on their learning and their opinions or personal re¬ 
sponses to what they read or hear in class; these personal notes do not need 
to be corrected for form. 

Survival tip # 4 : Train learners to self-edit 

One tutor's conclusion at the end of the project was that CF needed a follow¬ 
up. "Ideally I would ask them to rewrite their text according to my corrections 
... I think the main thing is, I would really need to see feedback coming from 
them." If learners are not asked to revise or rewrite, the teacher cannot be sure 
that they noticed the correction; if they have not, as Chandler (2009) maintains, 
it is equivalent to not having been corrected at all: and it also means that teach¬ 
ers may have wasted their time. For learners to truly benefit from CF, they 
must be held accountable for revising or rewriting their texts. Yet the process 
of revision is far from simple, and noticing an error is not the same as being 
able to correct it. Self-editing is a skill that like any other must be taught and 
practiced (Ferris, 1995; Simard, 1995). As one tutor suggested, one way to 
make the rewriting task less mechanical and to ensure that the students pay 
attention to the corrections is to provide direct corrections for the first two to¬ 
kens of a specific category of error and underline all the other instances of the 
same category in another color. Students can then recopy and revise using the 
model provided by the teacher. Some tutors in this project used correction 
keys, but as one of them remarked, learners should also take an active part in 
their learning process by creating their own correction key based on the errors 
flagged by the teacher on their written texts. This correction key can then serve 
as a self-editing checklist for subsequent pieces of writing. It can also help 
teachers customize their feedback as they can select the features to correct 
from the checklist provided by the students or ask the learners themselves to 
select the linguistic features on which they would like to receive feedback. 
Teachers should ensure that texts that they have marked and that were re¬ 
copied or revised by the learners do not go in the recycling bin at the end of 
class. These pieces of writing should be used as mementos of what the stu¬ 
dents need to work on and should be inserted in a writing binder, a portfolio, 
or a writing booklet. By sharing responsibility for correction with the learners, 
teachers will feel that their time has been well invested, and this in turn will 
enhance motivation to continue with the correction crusade. 
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Survival tip #5: Put things into perspective 

Tutors mentioned how frustrated they felt at seeing the same errors repeated 
time and time again in their learners' texts; it reminded them that learning 
and becoming fluent in a second language is a process that takes time. Before 
sitting down to mark 120 compositions on the topic of "My Last Holiday/' 
teachers should remember that if students were already accurate in their sec¬ 
ond language, they would probably not need their feedback. With the real¬ 
ization that perfection is not of this world comes acceptance that mistakes 
are not only acceptable (Ferris & Hedgcock, 1998), but are helpful as they 
provide teachers with information for planning future instruction and reme¬ 
dial activities. As with any other skill, accuracy in writing will develop 
through time, exposure, and abundant opportunities to practice, although 
we cannot expect second-language learners to have the intuition of first-lan¬ 
guage writers. We should also remember that knowledge learned through 
explicit teaching may not become integrated to the extent that learners can 
access it without effort (Ellis, 2002). Teachers should provide appropriate 
feedback at the right time, in the right way, and in the proper context 
(Guenette, 2007). However, irrespective of the time and effort that teachers 
put into providing feedback, learners will continue to make errors, and some 
will progress more slowly than others. Rather than becoming frustrated, 
teachers should rejoice when they notice progress, however small, and see 
their efforts and those of their students rewarded. 

Conclusion 

From both pedagogical and ecological perspectives, teachers see it as their 
professional responsibility to provide CF to their learners, and students ex¬ 
pect it and generally feel that it is beneficial (Hyland & Hyland, 2001). In a 
highly communicative classroom, the provision of corrective feedback may 
be the most important activity on which teachers explicitly focus on form 
(Frodesen & Holten, 2003). But feedback on writing also serves other pur¬ 
poses. It is the interactional strategy par excellence, a privileged moment in 
which each learner can benefit from the teacher's full attention. Thus ulti¬ 
mately, the dilemma for teachers is not "to correct or not to correct" (Calve, 
1992) or even "how, when, and what to correct," but rather, as one tutor ex¬ 
pressed it, finding the most helpful, realistic, and productive way to "show 
students that you care" through the feedback that you provide. 
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Appendix A 

Themes and Related Topics Addressed in the Interviews 


Challenges 


Links between feedback and instruction 
Perceived proficiency levels 
Providing models 

Providing suggestions when unsure of meaning 

Perceived proficiency levels 

Time constraints 

Types of errors difficult to correct 

Fear of making mistakes 

Remaining neutral and objective 

Motivation 

Feelings of frustration 
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